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    The rise of representative democracy means that the classic rule of direct 
democracy of everyone in turn has become history, but as the basic rules of 
democratic decision-making, representative democracy always believed the 
legitimacy of democratic rule is still firmly based on support of majority in 
competition of different political groups. Britain is the birthplace of representative 
democracy, the Palace of Westminster is the mother of the modern Parliament, but 
also the birthplace of party politics .Competition and concentration of power between 
the two parties are typical of Westminster democracy, under this system The winning 
majority believed and practiced the rule of "winner takes all ", while the minorities 
were out of power. So the Westminster Democracy was also called Majoritarian 
Democracy. As an excellent model of representative democracy, Westminster 
democracy have been to known for its efficiency and stability since its birth. However, 
the democracy in continental European countries such as France and Italy are in stark 
contrast with Westminster democracy because of its inefficiency and turmoil. 
The theory about political culture since 1950s and political culture divided 
contemporary societies into homogeneous societies and plural societies in accordance 
with the political attitudes and values of different groups in a community. In a 
homogeneous society, most citizens hold certain fundamental political issues broadly 
consistent with the political culture which means a kind or a part of homogeneous 
culture; In contrast, a plural society is formed by many groups with different political 
attitudes and political values mainly based on the different regions, class, race, 
ethnicity and religious belief. Members in these different groups express their political 
views about fundamental problems dispersedly, multiply and completely differently, 
which means that there are a variety of sub-cultural groups based on different 
subjective demands and formed many centers of culture in a plural society. A large 
number of mainstream scholars such as Almond made a large-scale comparative study 
and found that a stable Westminster system is based on a homogeneous society and 













countries are mostly built on the Plural societies and widely adopted multi-party 
system, which promote the competition between different plural groups and their 
parties and also exacerbate their level of conflict and instability. Thus, a plural society 
can not create a stable democracy became the formula of comparative politics and the 
theory about classification of democracy.  
At the beginning of 1960s, Arend Lijphart was surprised to find that the 
Netherlands had already been a typical plural society with multi-party system for a 
long time, but its democracy was not therefore unstable. In order to explain this 
paradox in the theory of political culture, Lijphart extended his study realm to the 
entire Low Countries, Scandinavia and Switzerland, found that almost all of these 
countries were plural societies and also pursued multi-party system, However, these 
parities succeeded in maintaining the stability of democratic institutions throughout 
their countries through a kind of political mechanism of consultation, compromise and 
sharing of power among different political parties. Accordingly, Lijphart claimed the 
traditional wisdom believing any kind of stable democratic systems can not be built 
on the plural society is wrong. The reality that a considerable number of plural society 
achieved political stability through a kind of power-sharing system at least should be 
able to explain the fact that there must be an additional type of democracy based on 
the classification of political culture. It was the first time a kind of "non-majoritarian 
democracy" deviated from the model of “winner takes all” and system of competition. 
Lijphart called this new kind of democracy “Consociational Democracy”. 
In the comparative study of consociational democratic societies, Lijphart 
summarized the characteristics of consociational democracy: grand coalition, 
proportional system, minority veto, and local autonomy. According to Lijphart’s view, 
this discovery provides a reference for emerging countries, especially those plural 
societies that have long been troubled by internal strife to build stable democracy. 
Through a large number of comparison about the effect of different democratic 
models between non-plural society and plural society, Lijphart pointed that 













is more suitable for the consociational democracy, and also supposed a project to 
build and promote consociational democracy in almost all of plural societies. 
The proportion of consociational democracy exerted a significant impact to the 
Western politics especially to the comparative politics and theory about democracy. In 
order to response to the criticism of consociational democracy for being too abstract, 
and also in order to further a more detailed comparison between consociational 
democracy and majoritarian democracy to find the reasonable and practical scope of 
consociational democracy, Lijphart built a kind of democratic system with ten 
concrete institutions belonging to different latitudes which was called consensus 
democracy opposed to the British model and its ten concrete institutions. In Lijphart’s 
view, the definition of democracy in majoritarian democracy is a government ruled by 
the majority, the minority is taken for granted as the opposition; but the definition of 
democracy in consensus democracy is based on a kind of government "of the people, 
by the people and for the people" which means an ideal democratic government and 
its actions should be consistent with the preferences of all citizens. Thus, while 
majoritarian democracy and consensus democracy and the rule of the majority have 
already been recognized to be better than minority rule, but most of majoritarian 
democracy tend to concentrate political power in the hands of the majority and 
exclude the minorities from the authority of government, while consensus democracy 
emphasized consensus rather than confrontation, advocated tolerance rather than 
rejection and strived to maximize the size of the dominant including any kind of weak 
majorities. As a result, Lijphart’s assumption of two contemporary democratic model 
with two-dimensional concrete institutions was officially formed, which marked the 
study about the abstract principles of power-sharing democracy contrast with 
majoritarian democracy was pushed into the field of concrete institutions .The theory 
of consociational democracy was gradually enriched and developed into the 
consensus democracy.  
In order to test the practical scope of consensus democracy and majoritarian 
democracy, Lijphart set many indexes to measure ten concrete institutions of two 













Unitary " latitude to reflect that a country’s democratic system is a majoritarian 
democracy or consensus democracy. Through the test on the characters of ten 
institutions in two latitudes of 36 typical democratic countries at contemporary, 
Lijphart confirmed that 36 democratic countries can clearly be classified as 
majoritarian and consensus democracy. This discovery modified the traditional theory 
that equaled democracy as the rule of the majority and revealed that there should be 
two kinds of fundamental democratic models: one is majoritarian democracy based on 
the homogeneous political culture, another is consensus democracy built on the plural 
political culture. which means that majoritarian democracy is not the only model of 
modern democracy. 
The identification of majoritarian democracy and consensus democracy in the 
real world created conditions for Lijphart to further comparison about the 
performance in practice of consensus democracy and majoritarian democracy. 
However, different performance of two democratic models revealed that performance 
of consensus democracy in almost all areas are better than majoritarian democracy, 
which showed traditional wisdom that majoritarian democracy is the best in 
government is wrong. In this context, from the 1990s on Lijphart began to reflect the 
reason why the performance of consensus democracy is better. Gradually he found the 
most reason is the quality of consensus democracy is far better than majoritarian 
democracy, which means the consensus democracy should not only be limited in the 
plural society. Because the quality of democracy is better than the majoritarian 
deomocracy and more in line with the essence of the democracy, it is reasonable to 
extend the consensus democracy to the traditional homogeneous society. But during 
the analysis of so-called “homogeneous society” of which Lijphart found the social 
reality it reflected had already become obsolete. Because the social diversity is 
prevalent in almost all of the countries today. The so-called homogeneous societies 
just sign a kind of relatively lower cultural diversity. In essence they are really plural 
society at present. At this point, almost all of the traditional assumptions about 













for Lijphart because his proof that the majortarian democracy should be replaced by 
the consensus democracy is a great transcendence to the traditional theory. 
Lijpart’s theory about democracy made a significant contribution to the politics 
especially to the development of comparative politics and the theory of democracy. 
The consociational democracy overthrew the incorrect wisdom that any kind of stable 
democracy can no be built in a plural society, offered a new program for those plural 
societies to build the stable democratic system hile also reconstructed the traditional 
typology of democracy. The consensus democracy inherited and developed also 
specified the basic concepts of consociational democracy, which also promoted the 
comparison between power-sharing democracy and majoritarian democracy into the 
comparison among specific and concrete institutions. The theory of consensus 
democracy subverted the traditional wisdom that equaled democracy as the rule of 
majority, and its excellent quality and good performance also provided a useful 
institutional choice for the traditional majoritarian democracies and those countries in 
the democratization to improve and consolidate their democracies. According to 
Lijphart’s view, the expansion of consensus democracy will be the “fourth wave” of 
democratization in the 21st century. 
In the past half a century, many people rejoiced and praised for Lijphart’s 
progress on the theory about democracy. But at the same time, many people pointed 
the limitation in Lijphart’s theory and challenged him about his view. They criticized 
that the key concepts were slur and theoretical construction was too arbitrary, 
hypothesis and data selection were too subjective, the final conclusions were 
unreliable and so on. In addition, there are some deviations in Lijphart's concepts of 
theory about democracy: his theoretical trend of Western-centrism is very strong; he 
focused on the one-party system and leaned to the political elites excessively. Tracing 
the source the deficiencies in Lijphart’s theory were caused by these deep-seated 
biases. Finally, Lijphart’s theory about democracy including consociational 
democracy and consensus democracy is a typical kind of liberal democracy. The 
liberal democracy seriously abides by the rule of elite and excludes political 













democracy. But Lijphart believed incorrectly that the compulsory voting system is a 
panacea to the crisis of liberal democracy’s crisis. 
    The socialist democracy with Chinese characteristics which reflects an important 
aspect of the superiority of socialism is an important part of Chinese socialist political 
civilization. Since the 18th century, the democracy has become one of the ideal value 
of human society. While there is an essential difference between capitalist democracy 
and socialist democracy, but the democratic process and the construction of 
democracy should be open, and also the socialist democracy cannot be built behind 
closed doors. So the building of socialist democracy with Chinese characteristics must 
firstly be based on the national circumstances, but it also must absorb and learn the 
positive results during the process of building democracy from any other countries in 
the world. Lijphart’s theory on democracy represents the latest achievements of 
Western democratic theory and its practice. It certainly should arouse our attention 
and put its positive aspects into the process of promoting and improving the socialist 
democracy with Chinese characteristics. 
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